This paper investigates various predictors of high school students' college and university choice decisions in Qatar. Based on a 2015 survey of 1,427 participants, this study utilized exploratory factor analysis to identify variables that affect student choice of higher educational institutions (HEI). Three factors were extracted from the analysis, revealing the following aspects of the academic experience as important when choosing a HEI: i) quality of education; ii) cultural values; and iii) the cost of education. Ordinal logistic regression was employed to test whether several independent variables (student's gender, nationality, parental education, and parental occupation) act as significant predictors of the three extracted dimensions (dependent variables). The analysis revealed, to varying degrees, that demographic characteristics significantly predict a student's HEI choice. Discussion on postulated reasons behind the recorded relationships will follow, along with implications and recommendations for further study and research. The study's findings will assist HEIs in Qatar and the broader region, to position themselves more effectively, and develop targeted strategies that attract and maintain a diverse student population.
Introduction
Marketing has become the hallmark of modern institutions of higher education across the globe. With colleges and universities increasingly incorporated within the global education market, the educational landscape has become highly competitive. As such, colleges and universities are facing increased competition as they attempt to attract an ever-growing and diverse student base. Kinzie et al. (2004) noted that in order to stay financially viable and competitive, student enrollment serves as "the lifeblood of colleges and universities" (p. 4). Mounting evidence shows that higher education marketing plays a significant role in recruiting college-and university-going students (Ivy, 2001 (Ivy, , 2008 Lang, 2009; Noel-Levitz, 2012) . Subjecting educational institutions to market forces has been a popular topic of debate (Bartlett et al., 2002; Bok, 2003; Newman et al., 2004) , as some educators and decision-makers oppose the marketization of education, and dispute the idea of treating students as consumers or customers altogether (Holbrook, 2005; Sharrock, 2000) .
In today's world of globalization and rapidly evolving technological advancements, having completed high school is no longer perceived as sufficient to maintain a comfortable standard of living (Cohen, 2016; Git, 2014) . With more jobs demanding post-secondary education and training, attending further education is now considered a requirement to gainful employment. Belief in the traditional formula: "college = white-collar job = success", often motivates parents to prepare their children to engage in additional higher education. Since skilled job opportunities generally require post-secondary credentials, a college or university degree is "the ticket to a white-collar job and a middle-class lifestyle" (Kinzie et al., 2004, p. 15) . It is therefore important to understand the determinants that underpin school-leavers' decisions to enroll in a HEI.
Institutional influences affecting student college/university choice include the institution's image and academic reputation, especially regarding the quality of courses and teaching (Baksh & Hoyt, 2001) , as well as the quality of the institution's academic and recreational facilities (Absher & Crawford, 1996; Price et al., 2003) . Research by Lagrosen, Seyyed-Hashemi and Leitner (2004) showed that the courses on offer, internal evaluations, computer facilities, and library resources are important factors that affect the post-secondary choice decisions that students make concerning enrollment in HEI. Other institutional factors included the availability of financial aid, employment opportunities, advertising (Kim, 2004; Van der Klaauw, 2002) , the cost of tuition (Joseph & Joseph, 2000) , convenience and accessible location (Absher & Crawford, 1996) , and availability of programs sought (Yusof et al., 2008) .
Research by Chung, Fam & Holdsworth, (2009) reported how social and cultural factors are important predictors that shape the enrollment decisions for college-going students. Other research refers to the impact of significant others, i.e., parents, teachers, and friends who serve as role models, and influence the hopes and aspirations of college goers (Hossler, Braxton & Coopersmith, 1989) . In summary, the range of factors that students take into account when choosing a HEI differ in relevance, and vary according to students' social and cultural backgrounds.
Significance
Higher education is central to Qatar's effort to build national capacity, and transition into a knowledge-based society (Crist & Powell, 2017) . Beyond the key role they play in preparing human capital, HEIs are essential for economic and social progress and prosperity. Within the context of growing concern about the shortage of citizens equipped with the critical skills and competencies needed for the knowledge economy in Qatar, higher education plays a critical role. A distinctly heterogeneous and overwhelmingly foreign-born population in the education system places pressure on the need for more colleges and universities. This research was motivated by the limited options available to students and their families in the country, particularly those who are not citizens. Whilst Qatari nationals have better access to the nation's only public university, Qatar University, and enjoy preferential enrollment and free tuition, accessing higher education continues to pose a real financial challenge to many, particularly foreign nationals residing in the country, who often resort to bank loans to cover the educational expenses of their children. Consequently, most non-citizen students seeking high quality higher education are left with two options: 1. To obtain a degree overseas, or 2. Obtain their degree at one of the private universities based in Qatar's Education City, and meet the exorbitant tuition fees.
Research Questions
The study sought to (i) identify factors that significantly influence high school students' choice of a prospective college or university in Qatar, and (ii) examine the intersection of background characteristics, institutional traits, and socio-cultural variables, and their impact upon students' HEI choice. Concurrently, the study aimed to decipher the disparities reflected in student, institutional, and social and cultural influences.
The study was guided by two main research questions: 1) What factors drive students' choices of post-secondary institutions upon graduation in Qatar?
2) What background characteristics significantly predict the importance of these factors?
The study hypothesized that student background characteristics i.e. gender, nationality, and parental levels of education and occupation, significantly predicted their choice decisions regarding post-secondary education institutions.
Methodology

Participants
The data collected for the study originate from the Qatar University Image Study (QUIS), a nationally representative survey conducted by the Social and Economic Survey Research Institute (SESRI) in November 2015. The QUIS consisted of two surveys administered to high school students and their parents. Due to resource constraints, the present study analyzed only the data on student participants.
The study included students attending 11 th and 12 th grades (N=1,427). Of these, 38% (N=461) were Qatari and 62% (N=966) non-Qatari. Amongst Qatari students who participated in the study, 54% were in grade 11 and the remaining 46% were in grade 12. With regard to non-Qatari students, 50% were from each grade. With respect to gender, female students constitute 53% of all respondents. Overall, 84% of Qatari students were enrolled in independent schools while 46% of non-Qatari students were in independent schools, followed by Asian expatriate schools (22%), and international schools (14%). Only 5% of Qatari students attended gender-mixed schools, whereas 41% of non-Qatari students attended gender-mixed school.
Sampling Procedure
Using information obtained from the Supreme Council of Education (replaced by the Ministry of Education and Higher Education in 2016 as part of a government reorganization), the sampling frame of this survey was developed by SESRI based on the list of all public and private schools operating in Qatar that offer grade 11 and grade 12 education. The sampling frame for the QUIS 2015 was developed by SESRI using school system information provided by the Ministry of Education.
To ensure the proportion of students in each stratum was similar between the frame and the sample, a proportionate sample allocation was utilized. The sample size of this survey was 35 schools with three schools refusing to participate, resulting in 32 surveyed schools. This sample design was taken into account when analyzing the data, to ensure unbiasedness and efficiency of the statistical estimates. Specifically, a weighting variable was created to account for different selection probabilities of students and non-responses. With the above number of completions, the sampling error was calculated to be +/-3.9 percentage points.
Instrumentation
A draft questionnaire was developed in English and then translated into Arabic, and researchers fluent in both Arabic and English reviewed the translation for accuracy. Respondents were asked to fill in either the Arabic or English version of the questionnaire. The data needed for the study was collected using paper-and-pencil questionnaires distributed in class. Upon receiving approval from the Internal Review Board at Qatar University, official letters requesting permission to conduct the study were submitted to the relevant schools. Students and their parents/guardians were informed in advance about the purpose of the study, that participation in the survey was voluntary and that all answers would be treated in strict confidentiality. The questionnaire was pre-tested with interviews of 38 students from three randomly selected schools. Based on data collected, field observations and suggestions made by the pretest field team, necessary adjustment were made in the wording and translation of the questionnaire.
Measures
The dependent variable was captured by responses to the statement "In general, how important is each of the following factors in your choice of where to apply to college/university?" on a three-point Likert scale (1= Very important, 2= Somewhat important, and 3= Not important). The set of items to evaluate included: (a) Lower education cost (e.g., low tuition, fees); (b) Financial aid/scholarship; (c) Quality of academic programs; (d) Quality of professors/ teachers; (e) Quality of student life; (f) Availability of programs/majors I am interested in; (g) Availability of degree programs that offer good job opportunities; (h) Prestige of the university/ college; (i) Recognition of the degrees in other countries (accreditation); (j) Instruction in Arabic; (k) Instruction in English; (l) Separate campuses for male and female students; (m); Easy admissions criteria; (n) Campus environment is conducive to my culture/values; (o) Family member(s) attending/attended the college/ university; (p) Friends plan to attend the college/university; (q) Size of the college/university campus; and (r) Total number of students.
Based on the factor analysis, three dimensions were extracted: 1. Quality of education; 2. Cultural values, and 3. Cost of education, which were used as the dependent variables in the analysis. Details of the factor analysis will be further discussed in the Results section. Gender. The gender variable was dichotomized into 0= Female and 1= Male.
Nationality. Given the specific demographic composition of the population in Qatar, student's nationality was deemed as an important predictor of higher education choices. Accordingly, it was dichotomized into two subpopulations: non-Qatari (0) and Qatari (1).
Parental highest level of education. This variable consisted of four categories: 1= Less than high school, 2= Completed grade 12 or higher, 3= Diploma/associate degree after high school, and 4= Completed university degree. Level of parental education was initially recorded separately for fathers and mothers, but was later merged into a single variable so that the highest level of education of either parent is recorded.
Father's occupation and mother's occupation. Father's occupation was recorded in an open-ended item, and accordingly recoded into following categories: 1= Currently not working/retired, 3= Armed forces/police, 4= Clerk, 5= Professional, 6= Legislator. Mother's occupation was similarly coded, with the exception of category 1 (coded as Housewife/currently not working/retired), and there was no category 3 (armed forces/police). Unlike education, it would have been difficult to recode occupation into a single variable, for two reasons: a) there was a sizeable number of fathers in the army/police, unlike the mothers, and b) overwhelming majority of mothers were reported to be housewives, hence merging the two into a single category would have been misleading.
Results
The study only focused on the responses of those students who reported they planned to apply to college/university upon graduation from high school. All statistical analyses were carried out in Stata 14 using weighted data.
Factor Analysis
Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to narrow down the list of 18 items to a smaller number of variables. This was done to simplify the interpretation and identify variables in order to create factor scores to be used later in regression analyses. The factorability of the 18 items was examined, and several well-recognized criteria for the factorability of a correlation were used. It was then observed that all items correlated at least .3 with at least one other item, suggesting reasonable factorability. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy was .77, above the commonly recommended value of .65, and Bartlett's test of sphericity was significant (χ2 (153) = 4070.611, p <.001). Hence, factorability was assumed and it was deemed appropriate to proceed with factor analysis (Field, 2009 ).
Since the model consisted of variables on an ordinal (Likert) scale, the standard methods of performing factor analysis, which assume that variables are continuous, were not appropriate. Instead, factor analysis was performed using a polychoric correlation matrix, with an orthogonal rotation of the factors, thereby assuming that factors are not correlated with each other. Factor analysis revealed three factors with eigenvalues above 1.0 (Costello & Osborne, 2005) , explaining 79% of total variance, which was confirmed using a scree test.
After culling three items with low item-total correlations, 15 items were retained, with communalities .3 or higher, confirming that each item shared sufficient common variance with other items within each factor. Given these overall indicators, three factors were retained, with eight items assessing quality of education (.65), five cultural values (.71) and two items assessing the cost of education (.61).
Composite scores were created for each of the three factors, based on the mean of the items that had their primary loadings on each factor. Higher scores indicated greater importance of each of the factors in choosing a college/university. Scores for the three factors were subsequently used in multiple logistic regression analysis.
Regression
Ordinal logistic regression was performed to estimate the relationship between each of the three factors in choosing a college/university and students' gender, nationality, parental education father's and mother's occupation. It allowed us to estimate the association between each predictor (independent) and the outcome (dependent) variable, controlling for all other predictors.
Factor 1: Quality of Education
Two variables predicted the quality of education as an important factor in choosing a HEI: gender and parents' highest education level. Namely, respondents having at least one parent with a university degree had significantly higher odds to agree that the quality of education is an important factor (OR= 2.06, 95% CI: 1.32, 3.23), versus those whose parents had lower than high school degree. Likewise, male respondents had significantly lower odds of reporting the quality of education as an important factor (OR= .77, 95% CI: 0.61, 0.96), compared to females (Table  1) . On the other hand, Qatari respondents had lower odds of agreeing that cost of education is an important factor (OR: 0.34, 95% CI: 0.25, 0.45). Respondents with at least one parent having a post-high school diploma or associate degree (OR: 0.59, 95% CI: 0.37, 0.96) and those with a completed university degree (OR: 0.49, 95% CI: 0.32, 0.75) also had lower odds of considering cost of education as an important factor (Table 3) . 
Discussion
Data analysis revealed a range of influences that shape the post-secondary educational paths young adolescents aspire to in Qatar. Three main aspects of HEI experience were identified as predictors of student choices: quality of education, cultural values, and cost of education. The results further demonstrate that these three influences intersect, to varying degrees, with a range of individual attributes, including gender and nationality. Student household characteristics, specifically parent education and parent occupation, were also found to be important predictors of the choices students make.
Quality of Education
Past studies investigating the college/university selection process generally show that gender is a significant source of influence in the choice decisions of students, and gender gaps have been found to affect male and female student choice and aspiration for college/university enrollment (Ceja, 2001; Cho et al., 2008; Perez & McDonough, 2008) . The study findings support those studies, and indicate a significant and positive correlation between student gender and determinants of college/university choice. More specifically, student gender appears to be strongly associated with perceptions of quality in higher education, mirroring recent research by Akareem and Hossain (2016). As was expected, female students tend to report the quality of education as a determinant of choice more than males do.
Another important variable that is associated with perceptions of education quality, and that remains a salient college/university choice determinant, is parental education. The study results indicate that students with highly educated parents were significantly more likely to value quality of education. These results echo the findings noted in past research on the influence parents wield on their children's education. For example, Cabrera and La Nasa (2001), Ceja (2006) , and Hamrick and Stage (2004) contend that parental education is a key predictor of students' future educational paths. Other documented research confirms that the role of parents -viewed along with other family members and teachers as significant others -is of central importance to the choices students make (Bers & Galowich, 2002; Ceja, 2004; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999) . Overall, of the different parental variables discussed in past research, parents' level of education is generally acknowledged as having the greatest potential to impact student choice of a college/university (Chenoweth & Galliher, 2004; Dubow, Boxer & Huesmann, 2009 ).
Cultural Values
The study findings are in line with previous research that confirms the impact of cultural beliefs on high school students' choice decisions for enrollment in a college/university. Social and cultural influences have been identified in the literature as important predictors of student enrollment choices and comprise institution and student related factors, along with the larger social environment, including the family, peers and other important reference groups (Lovenheim & Reynolds, 2012; Veloutsou, Lewis & Paton, 2004) .
The study results further indicate a gender gap that shapes students' views of the role of culture as a predictor of their HEI choice decisions, with females significantly more likely to report cultural values as a main driver that influences their decisions. Research carried out by Van der Vleuten et al. (2016) highlights the role of cultural beliefs, referring to persistent gender gaps in students' educational choices, which are associated with gender-based stereotypes: for example, males tend to opt for science-oriented subjects while females tend to choose non-science subjects. Other work done by Moogan and Baron (2003) similarly showed that females tend to be more anxious about moving away from home as compared to males.
Student's nationality emerged as an important driver of the choices they make regarding their post-secondary education plans. Qatari students reported culture as a predictor of their enrollment choices more frequently than their non-Qatari counterparts did, and were more likely to find cultural norms to be a significant determinant of higher education enrollment choices. These findings need to be interpreted against the backdrop of the local culture in Qatar.
It may be argued that Qatari students tend to prefer attending Qatar's public national institution of higher education, Qatar University, as it best reflects their cultural norms. Qatar University adopts a gender-segregated policy across all of its colleges. Gender is an important determinant of school choice in Qatar, as is evident from the existence of single sex schooling at all levels of public education. The study's results may also be understood in light of the key role that the Arabic language and (Islamic) religion play. In particular, in Qatar and the broader Arabian Gulf region (GCC), Arabic and Islamic studies (Sharia'h) are indisputably regarded as important and necessary at different levels of education (Karmani, 2011; Rostron, 2009 ).
Whether student responses imply that the subjects of Arabic and Islamic studies are key drivers when Qatari students and their families choose a college/university for their children remains to be seen. It would also be interesting to see whether and how the perceived threat of English language teaching to Arabic and/or Islam that Hudson (2013) and Solloway (2016) refer to actually influences decisions regarding student educational paths. For Charise (2007) , the teaching of English in the GCC countries is "an ideological burden which cannot be dismissed as benign nor regarded as any less palpable than the explicit religiosity of Arabic in the Islamic context" (p. 10).
Equally important are parental characteristics that bear upon students' reports regarding their college/university choices, namely parental education and occupation. Firstly, students with parents holding a lower than high school degree appeared to be significantly more like to report cultural values as an important driver of their choice decision, compared to those whose parents attained higher education. A substantial body of research provides evidence of the relationship between parents' education level and their children's educational aspiration. Rockwell (2011) and Smoke (2013) , for instance, concluded that children's decisions to attend college are primarily influenced by their parents' education level and children of highly educated parents are often under pressure to attend college to meet their parents' expectations.
Secondly, the results suggest that students whose fathers were in the armed forces or police were significantly more likely to report the importance of cultural values in the choices they make, compared to those whose fathers engage in managerial or legislative professions. Students whose mothers were housewives or unemployed tend to also consider cultural values as important drivers of their educational choices, compared to those whose mothers were in managerial or legislative occupations. Previous research by McDonough (1997) reveals the support parents provide is a form of cultural capital.
Cost of Education
The results attained from this study also reveal the cost of education as a major factor in students' choice decisions. Alongside a HEI's academic reputation, the cost of tuition and career prospects are the top deciding factors for where students choose to attend college or university (Holdsworth & Nind, 2006; Maringe, 2006) . Research bears evidence of the strong influence of the perceived cost of tuition on students' HEI choice and enrollment decisions: students often weigh the choices they make against tuition charges (Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009; Hoxby & Turner, 2013) .
The study found that the relationship between gender and the cost of education as a determinant of their choice decisions was only applicable in the case of male students. The data revealed that male students were significantly more likely to agree that tuition fees are an important determinant of the choice they make, as compared to their female counterparts. This contrasts the results from past research, which indicate that the cost of attendance is the main reason students -regardless of their gender -forgo first-choice colleges and universities. However, it is important to analyze this finding in light of the local context and societal norms. Male students are more likely to be expected to find meaningful employment at a young age, and to support their families. Since the responsibility of being the main breadwinner is generally not placed on females, their education is more likely to be supported by the family, which could be one of the reasons why cost is not mentioned as frequently as a concern.
Nationality emerged as another important factor that influences students' views of the cost of education. Namely, non-Qatari students were significantly more likely to report the cost of tuition as a key determinant in their choice of college/university. These results may be interpreted in light of the education market, as well as the differences in entitlements and benefits that Qatari and non-Qatari employees in the country enjoy.
Qatar is home to the most expensive private non-profit universities in the Arab region, with an average annual tuition cost of $50,000 per year compared to $31,231 in the United States (Wheeler, 2015) . Therefore, higher education in Qatar entails real financial burdens for many residents who often resort to bank loans to cover their children's educational expenses and struggle paying them back; other students leave the country to seek degrees overseas (Kamel & Qazi, 2015) . While Qatari nationals can attend the nation's only public university (Qatar University) at no cost, as well as obtained fully funded scholarships for studies abroad, long-term residents living in the country have to either pay if admitted to the public university, or pay the much steeper fees to attend one of the private universities in the Education City. Alternatively, many parents opt to send their children back to their country of origin to complete higher education, where the tuition fees are more affordable.
Considering the impact of parental variables on respondents' views of the cost of education as a predictor of college/university choice decisions, this study's data yielded mixed results. It is clear that respondents with at least one parent holding a post-high school or higher degree were less likely to report the cost of education as an important factor that shapes college/university attendance choices, compared to respondents with parents having only high school or lower level education. This could imply that parents who are more highly educated emphasize the importance of their children's education, and are therefore willing to invest more in it.
Respondents whose fathers work in the armed forces or the police were highly likely to report the cost of education as an important choice predictor, more than those whose fathers engage in managerial or legislative professions.
Here the peculiar socio-economic context of Qatar and the broader Middle East region must be noted, where those working in the security forces tend to be lower educated and earn lower incomes. Particularly in Qatar, due to the small citizen population, the majority of lower and mid-level positions in the army and police are staffed with residents coming from less developed countries of the region (such as Yemen, Sudan, Pakistan, and Iran). In that light, it becomes evident why cost of education would surface as an important factor for the respondents when making their choice for college/university. Another possible explanation that can account for observations above may be attributed to inadequate knowledge, or even lack of awareness, regarding college prices across national and socio-economic status groups, leading to erroneous reports of the importance of cost as a factor in choosing a higher education institution. These results corroborate similar findings reported in other studies prior work by (McDonough & Calderone, 2006) .
Conclusion and Recommendations
The purpose of this study was twofold: i) to investigate the factors that drive high school students' HEI choices in Qatar, and ii) to analyze whether and to what extent different demographic characteristics can predict the importance of those factors. Results provided evidence that quality of education, cultural values, and cost of education are important determinants and were predicted, to varying degrees, by student's gender, nationality, parental education and occupation. Findings of the study provide valuable insights for policymakers and educators in Qatar. The results call attention to the need for supporting student choices, therefore school counseling can play a key role in providing guidance for students, beginning at the preparatory school level. As growing numbers of Qatar's pre-college youth plan to enter tertiary education, it is incumbent that schools engage in preparing students for their post-secondary educational plans. Understanding the varying levels of importance that different student demographic subgroups place on certain enrollment factors is key to tailoring the approach. Student counselors can play an important role in assisting students to make the right choice decisions regarding their future enrollment in HEIs, as counseling can provide insights into the barriers, perceived or real, that may impede students' choice decisions. The onus also rests with families, and student counseling would need to combine parental involvement in children's plans regarding how and when to make their choices towards post-secondary pathways. This is particularly important in cases where parents themselves have lower education levels and place inadequate emphasis on their children's further education.
Where possible, availability of financial aid and scholarships should be made more visible, so that students who perceive cost as a hurdle are made aware of potential funding options. Overall, there should be greater and more transparent information on challenges and opportunities for college/university education, including presentations, tutorials, seminars, and school teaching staff-student meetings to enable students to choose courses, programs and HEIs offering what is most important and pertinent to them.
Limitations
Whilst this study used the questionnaire as a data collection technique, it could have been enhanced with additional information. Using a qualitative method would be useful to complement the survey data and hence provide a richer and more robust set of data. This would help to capture more meaningful perspectives of participants ,and enrich the quality and depth of the data. Another limitation of our study is its focus on a sample that is constrained by traits specific to the Arabian Gulf and that may not be representative of other populations with different socio-economic characteristics.
Future Research
There is need for future research to identify in-depth the developmental trends and determine variable patterns of young adolescents over the high school years. Moreover, since most studies solicit only student opinion, it is of particular importance to also attend to the potential influences of significant others and particularly examine parents' perspective in order to compare similarities and differences in judgements. This study would therefore benefit from also including parents and/or teachers to obtain an alternative perspective and provide a more comprehensive picture of what factors influence students' higher education enrollment decisions and the range of options available to them.
